This chapter will inquire into the validity of Marx and Engels's elaborations on the Asiatic mode of production -with their contradictions and the modifications they went through over time1 -in connection with the historical process of an ancient state. It will also analyse in part how these elaborations were later received and transformed by the more relevant Marxist historiography.
zingarelli mode of production5 is found in the preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, and the formulations associated with the Asiatic mode are found in the section of the Formen that Marx worked on between 1857-8 in preparation for Capital and A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. Due to this, the debate has often centred on the definition and characterisation of the alleged attributes of the Asiatic mode of production -such as Asiatic despotism, the existence of self-sufficient village communities and the absence of private property -or on a kind of geographical determinism associated to irrigation control.6 There have also been attempts to chronicle the history of those attributes and trace their origins in order to reconstruct them. It has even been suggested that although Marx and Engels gave the concept a new perspective, the idea itself might not be original to the German authors,7 and should therefore be understood as part of a Western tradition. However, if it were to be understood as part of the Western tradition, it would still be original in the sense that it explained the transformation of social relations related to productive forces.8
Another difficulty lies in the fact that studying the Asiatic mode of production is like trying to raise the dead9 given that the notion was denied, declared
